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Abstract

Food sovereignty has gained significant political attention in recent years, proven by the
recent change of the name of Italian Ministry of Agriculture. Coined by the transnational
movement “La Via Campesina” in 1996, food sovereignty emphasizes sustainable food
security and the right of populations to determine their own food policies. However,
the concept is often misunderstood in the light of rising sovereigntist debate, and its
original meaning, intertwined with long-term sustainability, is gradually disappearing.
This study uses Q methodology to explore consumer perspectives on food sovereignty,
identifying distinct groups that reflect how the concept has evolved and how it is perceived
by the general population. The analysis is based on a sample of 24 participants from
Italy. Starting from all sustainability issues contained in food sovereignty, relevant opinion
groups have been identified. Results show that half of the groups still recognize their
traditional meaning, while the other half understands food sovereignty as a modern form
of autarchy.

Keywords: food sovereignty; nationalism; gastro-nationalism; workers’ rights; food safety

1. Introduction
The concept of food sovereignty was first introduced in 1996 in South America by

the Association La Via Campesina with the objective of securing food and supporting the
whole food system of rural livelihoods, going beyond the concept of food security [1,2].
This concept then supports not only the access to food, but also the ownership of food and
resources to the producers fighting the food regime, putting the society as a whole at the
center of the food system [3].

The most representative definition was developed in 2007, with the “Declaration of
Nyéléni”: “Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate
food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to
define their own food and agriculture systems. It defends the interests and inclusion of
the next generation. Food sovereignty prioritizes local and national economies. Food
sovereignty promotes transparent trade that guarantees just incomes to all peoples as well
as the rights of consumers to control their food and nutrition. It ensures that the rights
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to use and manage lands, territories, waters, seeds, livestock, and biodiversity are in the
hands of those of us who produce food” [4].

While it may be an important counter-narrative of the corporate-led food industry,
leading to a systemic change based upon agroecology [5] it also represents a romantic and
simplistic alternative difficult to implement, as the complexity of rural systems is deeply
rooted in the globalized system founded on power asymmetries and internal inequalities [6].
This is particularly true in the light of experiences in which it has been incorporated into
formal policies as a result of only “poor-washing” practices [7,8].

The concept, over the years, and in different sociocultural contexts, acquired new
layers of meaning; for example, the access to food has been enriched by environmental
sustainability and local attributes, and the protection of small farmers in the light of
decentralizing the ownership of food production and preserving local food cultures to
survive [9,10].

While the link between food sovereignty and social and economic sustainability is well
recognized—through the empowerment of local farming systems and the strengthening
of local supply chains—it is also important to consider how different measures of self-
sufficiency interact with broader sustainability goals. As discussed by Istudor et al. [11],
self-sufficiency is not a monolithic concept but is analytically disaggregated into three
dimensions: the self-sufficiency ratio (the share of domestic production relative to total
consumption), the self-sufficiency trade offset (the surplus of domestic production beyond
internal consumption), and the import dependency ratio (the proportion of consumption
reliant on imports).

These indicators exhibit distinct relationships with environmental sustainability. The
self-sufficiency ratio may support sustainability objectives, but its effectiveness largely
depends on whether domestic production adopts environmentally sound practices—thus,
the link is conditional and not always robust. In contrast, a high self-sufficiency trade
offset is often negatively associated with sustainability, due to increased emissions linked to
surplus production and the so-called “value leak”, wherein raw commodities are exported
with limited domestic value addition [12]. Finally, the sustainability implications of import
dependency hinge on the environmental performance of exporting countries: imports
sourced from regions with higher resource-use efficiency may theoretically reduce global
environmental impact, though this benefit is context-specific and not guaranteed [13].

Food sufficiency enhances food sovereignty; however, when trade surpluses are not
strategically integrated into high-value value chains, competitiveness suffers. Therefore,
environmental sustainability, as a unifying factor across EU countries and promoted by
CAP regulations, can pave the way for translating sufficiency and sovereignty into compet-
itiveness [11].

In 2023, in Italy, the Agriculture Ministry defined itself as “Ministry of Agriculture,
Food Sovereignty and Forests”. But outside the context of a rural peasant society, what is
meant by the term food sovereignty? The motives behind rely on the self-assigned role of the
political movement of the patrol of Italian identity against “external threats”, which in this
case are represented by conspiracies against true Italian food tradition and production [14].
This may be the case of a reinterpretation and appropriation of a concept, as it is clearly
in opposition with the original inclusivity rooted in the food sovereignty movement and
neglects key issues linked to land, labor, and social justice. One of the reasons for this can be
attributed to the strong roots in the Global South, particularly within peasant movements,
as well as its use in Western, food-secure contexts like Italy, which remains less studied and
also represents a literature gap that justifies a deeper study within the Italian context.

Therefore, in Italy, the term “food sovereignty” is assigned different meanings by
different groups of people, depending on personal political ideology, but other factors
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may come into play—a complexity that this study aims to substantiate through empirical
evidence. This study aims to investigate different discourses regarding the concept of
food sovereignty and to reveal differences and shared beliefs among the participants.
Nevertheless, it is also common to find discrepancies between consumers’ views and expert
opinions, especially in the field of food. For example, while scientists affirm the safety of
genetically modified organisms (GMOs), many consumers perceive them as a threat [15].
Similarly, consumers often attribute greater benefits to organic food than what scientific
evidence supports [16]. Additionally, food preferences frequently differ between consumers
and expert tasters, revealing contrasting perceptions and evaluations [17]. Therefore,
understanding consumers’ perceptions and opinions may help to clarify communication
gaps and foster more transparent policy discussions and more equitable food systems.

In order to capture the wide range of perspectives about food sovereignty, the
Q methodology approach was adopted [18–21]. The method is particularly suitable for
highlighting the diversity of opinions regarding any topic [22]. Moreover, the method uses
a “qualiquantological” approach, combining both qualitative and quantitative elements [23].
Q methodology is a valuable approach to revealing minor views that cannot usually emerge
in quantitative studies like surveys [24]. Contrary to R methodologies, which are based
on correlating variables that can only vary quantitatively, Q seeks correlations between
participants’ views and does not use them to test some hypotheses a priori [25,26]. For
this reason, the method is based on an “inverted” factorial analysis [19,20]. In addition,
contrary to qualitative approaches such as focus groups or interviews, the use of factor
analysis strengthens the power of the methodology, since it allows the study of views in a
more organized manner, providing more structure to data [18,22,27]. Since the aim of the
methodology is not to generalize to a broader population, the number of participants is
usually small and less important than their variety and the degree of involvement with the
field of study [28–32].

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Q Methodology

Q methodology was invented by William Stephenson to systematically study subjec-
tivity [20,21]. Despite initial resistance, today, Q methodology has been widely applied for
studying opinions and attitudes in different research areas, including agriculture [33–35],
food assurance [28], policy [18,36–38], agrobiodiversity [39], and food innovations [29,40].

The literature shows that Q methodology has already been used to reflect food
sovereignty in Western countries, as by Di Masso and Zografos [41], where the mean-
ing of this concept has been analyzed in Catalonia due to the fervent debate on food driven
by critical and political consumerism and the rise of several food movements. They high-
light the elements that shaped food sovereignty, both bottom-up by social activists and
top-down by public administration. A study conducted in Ethiopia on food security by
Jiren et al. [42] investigated how this concept is perceived by agriculture stakeholders and
included some instances of food sovereignty within the Q-sample. The results indicated that
they were ranked as low priority in a food security context, due to dissatisfaction towards
traditional farming practices. Q methodology has also been successfully implemented in
political debates, following the early discussion of [22] who indicated that it is a method
that yields a nuanced view of political attitudes, ideologies, and values. Some examples
can be found in the analysis of general politics as the social division behind Brexit [43],
and in the analysis of agricultural economics topics, such as sustainability practices within
groups of farmers [44].

In a Q study, data are collected by providing participants with a sample of items
(usually written statements) that form the Q sample. More specifically, the Q sample is
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a selection of statements reporting opinions surrounding the topic under investigation [22].
Participants are asked to rank the statements into a fixed quasi-normal distribution [30].
This ranking process, namely the Q sorting, allows participants to freely express their views
without imposing meaning a priori or trying to test any predefined hypothesis [31,45–47].

The result of the Q sorting process is the Q sorts, representing miniatures of the partici-
pants’ subjectivity. Once collected, Q sorts are correlated, and the factorial technique is used
to group the different viewpoints, reducing them into a few relevant factors. According to
Brown [48], the significance of factors in Q method is not only statistical but “theoretically in
terms of the social-psychological situation to which the emergent factors are functionally related”.

Typically, a Q study consists of five steps that are both qualitative and quantitative:
(1) definition of the concourse, (2) selection of the statements, (3) participant sample,
(4) Q sorting process, and (5) factor analysis.

2.2. Research Design and Data Collection

The first step is the collection of the statements to form the concourse, which can be
defined as a universe of communication regarding the research objective [49]. Forming
the concourse is an empirical experience. The aim is to represent the communications
about the topic. To build the concourse, statements were collected using a multi-source
approach that combined direct interviews with experts—such as academics and agricultural
professionals—conducted during key events like academic project conference, along with
material from grey literature (e.g., reports from FAO, the European Commission, and Slow
Food), social networks (e.g., posts from recognized institutions and professionals), and
mass media (e.g., national newspapers and agri-food sector outlets). In total, the concourse
included over 157 written statements.

The subsequent selection of the statements is crucial. We followed the structured
approach of the Fisher experimental design principles, which represents one of the best
ways [50]. Using a structured approach requires the definition of categories and levels
into which all statements are classified [30]. Categories and levels can be defined a priori,
following a deductive approach [51]. The factorial design for this study included three cat-
egories (“Public perspective”; “Industry-producer perspective”; “Consumer perspective”)
and three levels (“Economic”; “Social”; “Environmental”). All statements were classified
into the 3 × 3 = 9-cell matrix. After removing redundancies, four divergent statements
were selected to obtain a balanced and heterogeneous Q sample of 36 statements.

The participant sample, indicated with the term P sample or, more appropriately, P
set, is typically smaller than the Q sample, and the selection of participants is theoretical,
not random [29,31,52]. Therefore, the P sample should possibly include people with
diverse views about the topic independently of their personal characteristics (i.e., status,
ages) [30,31]. Given in Q, the focus is on the universe of communicability, of which the Q
sample represents a representative set; the P set is more like the concept of replications in
an experimental setting [53] than a sample in a survey. Watts and Stenner [31], inverting
the reasoning in traditional factor analysis and specifically the 2:1 ratio indicated by [54],
suggest that a Q sample “contains twice as many items as you have participants”. When
you have more respondents than statements, in factor analysis, several issues can arise.
The correlation matrix, which is fundamental to factor analysis, may become singular
(i.e., non-invertible). A singular correlation matrix cannot be used in standard factor
analysis because it prevents the extraction of factors, and you have to revert to principal
components analysis. Another common issue is overfitting. Factor analysis may try to fit
too many factors, leading to a model that describes the sample too well but generalizes
poorly to other datasets. The factors derived may not be reliable because the model overfits
the data.
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Participants were initially recruited to reflect diverse social and demographic
backgrounds—specifically varying in age, gender, and occupation—with the aim of rep-
resenting a broad mix of typical consumers. In addition, political orientation was taken
into account during recruitment to capture a wider range of perspectives. This approach
follows established practices in Q studies, where purposive sampling often targets het-
erogeneity across ideological and sociocultural dimensions to explore the full range of
discourses [22,31,55]. The P sample included Italian citizens (not politicians) self-identified
with one of three political ideologies: left-wing, right-wing, or center) and not employed in
agriculture or having family members employed in the same sector. Selected participants
ranged in age from 18 to 76 years. There was an equal gender distribution (12 males and
12 females). The sample included 8 students, 14 workers, 1 retired person, and 1 unem-
ployed individual. The composition of the P sample is reported in Table 1. Participants
were recruited primarily through word of mouth, as part of a convenience sampling strat-
egy. All participants took part in the study on a voluntary basis. Interested participants
answered a brief online survey collecting demographic and other basic information, which
was used iteratively to recruit a stratified sample. The study has been approved by the
Ethical Committee of the University of Naples Federico II on 26 January 2024.

Table 1. The P sample of the study.

n Gender Age Occupation Declared Political View

1 F <25 Student Left
2 M <25 Student Left
3 F <25 Student Centre
4 M <25 Student Centre
5 F <25 Worker Right
6 M <25 Student Right
7 F 25–44 Student Left
8 M 25–44 Student Left
9 F 25–44 Student Centre

10 M 25–44 Worker Centre
11 F 25–44 Worker Right
12 M 25–44 Worker Right
13 F 45–60 Worker Left
14 M 45–60 Worker Left
15 F 45–60 Unemployed Centre
16 M 45–60 Worker Centre
17 F 45–60 Worker Right
18 M 45–60 Worker Right
19 F >60 Worker Left
20 M >60 Worker Left
21 F >60 Worker Centre
22 M >60 Worker Centre
23 F >60 Retired Right
24 M >60 Worker Right

As mentioned, participants are asked to rank the Q sample into a quasi-normal
distribution according to a specific condition of the instruction. The ranking process allows
us to obtain a snapshot of participants’ views. Participants received the cards on which all
statements were printed and randomly numbered, as well as the Q distribution. Then, they
ranked the statements from ‘least like my view’ (−4) to ‘most like my view’ (+4), as shown
in Figure 1. Despite the shape of the Q sorting distribution not influencing the results; a
quasi-normal forced distribution was chosen to allow participants to make finer distinctions
among statements and to force the selection of a few statements in the extremities [29].
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Additionally, adhering to a specific distribution makes the sorting process “more operant”,
revealing “greater clarity of subjectivity (item X is more significant than item Y)” [29]. After the
sorting process, post-sort interviews are collected. Participants clarified their viewpoint,
providing some explanations concerning the extreme positions of their Q sorts (that is, for
those statements placed under the ‘±4’).

Figure 1. The Q distribution of the study.

Each participant gave written informed consent before participation. None of them
received remuneration. A total of 24 Q sorts were collected.

Finally, the Q factor analysis was conducted to identify the different ‘views’ about
the topic [22,30,31,40]. The analysis was conducted using the specific Q software KADE
ver. 1.3.1 [56]. First, the correlation matrix is calculated by cross-correlating all Q sorts. The
matrix is used as raw data for the subsequent factor analysis to extract the main factors by
grouping participants with similar rankings into the same factors. The number of factors
to extract depends on the diversity of views expressed by participants; however, different
criteria can be followed [22,57].

The first criterion used to select factors was to extract those factors with an eigenvalue
over 1.00 [31]. Another strategy that was also considered was Brown’s rule [22]. This
strategy recommends retaining those factors that have at least two significant Q sorts [22].
Also significant Q sorts at the 0.01 level are those exceeding ±2.58 × standard error (with
standard error = 1/

√
(no. of statements)); that is, ±0.43. The factors were extracted using

principal component factor analysis (PCA) [30].
Several solutions were generated and compared during the factor extraction process.

Ultimately, a four-factor solution was selected based on both statistical and interpretive
considerations, with the aim of providing a more comprehensive representation of the range
of viewpoints on the topic [31]. Two and three-factor solutions explained substantially
lower total variance and included relatively weak loadings, limiting their ability to capture
the diversity of perspectives. Moreover, unrotated eigenvalues greater than 1 were observed
up to the seventh factor, which encouraged the exploration of solutions with more factors.
Another important criterion was the interpretability of the distinguishing statements—they
had to make sense. Hence, the final decision to retain four factors was not solely driven
by statistical thresholds but was also informed by the qualitative distinctiveness and
interpretability of the factor arrays.

The final solution was obtained by rotating the set of factors. Particularly, both
varimax and manual rotations were combined [30]. Varimax rotation was used to maxi-
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mize the variance between factors, while manual rotation was used to facilitate the factor
interpretation [40].

3. Results
The results rely on the identification of four factors; their characteristics are reported

in Table 2. The four factors explained 53% of the study’s variance. Results showed that
21 Q sorts were assigned to factors, while 3 Q sorts (Q sorts 7, 10, and 16) were not assigned
to any factor since their loadings were not high enough or because they were confounded
(i.e., which load significantly on two or more factors) [47].

Table 2. Eigenvalues, variance explained, and correlations for each factor.

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4

Eigenvalues 5.414 3.040 2.470 1.650
% explained variance 23 13 10 7
Cumulative % of explained. variance 23 36 46 53
Defining Q sorts 8 7 4 2

Correlations between factors

Factor 1 1 0.138 0.2033 0.1326
Factor 2 1 0.1291 0.1945
Factor 3 1 −0.0102
Factor 4 1

Factor loadings were calculated for each Q sort, indicating the extent to which a Q sort
is correlated with a given factor. All factor loadings are reported in Table 3. Participants
with significantly high loading for one factor will be representative of that factor (called
‘significant’ or ‘defining’ Q sort) [22].

Table 3. Factor loadings.

n Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4

1 0.8544 −0.1901 0.0991 −0.0157
2 0.8329 0.1134 0.0369 −0.0372
3 −0.0282 0.5792 −0.2317 −0.015
4 0.6826 0.1742 −0.0489 0.0926
5 0.6198 0.4234 −0.0741 0.3292
6 0.0221 0.7298 −0.0003 0.0508
7 0.4186 0.1301 0.5023 −0.4518
8 0.5117 −0.2994 0.2399 0.1159
9 0.3216 −0.2149 0.5291 0.0498

10 0.0984 0.5478 0.5871 0.2495
11 0.2342 0.6237 −0.0508 −0.1934
12 −0.1429 0.1214 0.0044 0.724
13 0.5607 0.0745 0.347 0.3655
14 0.0428 0.6143 0.4016 −0.1076
15 0.6868 0.2504 −0.1248 0.1886
16 0.4716 0.2199 0.3496 −0.3043
17 0.3146 0.4434 0.078 0.2759
18 0.1347 0.4697 0.0014 −0.1352
19 −0.0059 0.0335 0.5395 −0.5036
20 0.5243 0.0864 0.0603 −0.2386
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Table 3. Cont.

n Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4

21 0.2523 −0.0458 0.5431 0.2972
22 −0.1188 0.3057 0.6149 0.1045
23 −0.1914 0.6256 0.0262 0.0466
24 0.3359 0.3067 −0.247 0.5921

Note: in bold are indicated defining sort with p < 0.01. In italic: sorts not assigned.

The z-scores, which indicate the relationship between statements and factors, were
calculated for all statements. The z-scores are obtained as a weighted average of the scores
given by the defining Q-sorts to that statement. Rounding the z-scores towards the discrete
values of the Q distribution (from ‘−4’ to ‘+4’) allows the calculation of the factor scores,
which are used to describe factors and to determine factor arrays (i.e., an ‘ideal’ Q sort that
is characterized by the factor scores computed for each factor) [39].

Once defined as the solution (i.e., the number of factors to extract), the last step is the
interpretation of factors. The researcher is asked to develop discourses or narratives based
on factor arrays and the post-sort interviews of participants who loaded on that factor.

3.1. The Factors

The discourses regarding each factor are reported in this section. Table 4 reports the factor
scores for each factor. The signs preceding each factor score indicate like (+) or dislike (−). From
this point on, in brackets, the statement number (in bold) and related factor scores.

Table 4. The factor scores for each statement.

N Statement F1 F2 F3 F4

1 For me, food sovereignty should put the needs of citizens above
markets and businesses +2 0 ** +3 −2 **

2
I believe that food sovereignty is important to invest in the growth of
the local agri-food sector and counteract the pressure of international
agricultural markets

0 +3 +4 0

3 For me, food sovereignty should promote the traceability of food −1 +2 * 0 +4 **

4
I believe that food sovereignty is necessary to guarantee more power
and income to small–medium farmers, to the detriment of
large-scale distribution

+1 +3 +2 0

5 For me, food sovereignty should fight monopolies by guaranteeing
access to natural resources to anyone who produces food +1 * +2 +2 −3 **

6 I think that food sovereignty is necessary to shield the excellence of
a country by reducing imports 0 +4 * −2 +2 *

7 I think that food sovereignty is the full food independence of a nation −3 ** +1 +1 +1

8 I believe that food sovereignty, by hindering the globalization of
consumption, contributes to reducing its environmental impact +1 * −1 −3 * 0

9 I think food sovereignty prevents increases in agricultural prices −2 −1 −1 −3 **

10 I think that food sovereignty is fundamental to promoting the
consumption of local products to reduce emissions +1 +2 +2 −3 **

11 I think food sovereignty can help increase the wealth of a country 0 +4 ** −1 +1

12 I think that food sovereignty can contribute to protecting biodiversity
through the consumption of local and national products +2 +1 0 +2
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Table 4. Cont.

N Statement F1 F2 F3 F4

13 I think that food sovereignty should encourage the creation of
a network that strengthens and links local agri-food supply chains +2 +2 +1 +3

14 I think that food sovereignty guarantees the country’s right to decide
autonomously on the production and distribution of food −1 * 0 * −3 ** 2 *

15 I think food sovereignty should put the well-being of all citizens first +3 −3 +4 −1

16 I think food sovereignty is necessary to reduce food imports from the
most polluted countries −1 +1 −2 +1

17 I think that food sovereignty is a tool that facilitates the purchase of
quality food products with lower prices −3 −2 +3 ** −1

18 I think food sovereignty should protect producers who respect
the environment +3 +3 0 0

19 I think food sovereignty eases the ecological transition for producers −4 ** −2 ** 0 +1

20 I think food sovereignty is against the use of pesticides and
chemical fertilizers −2 ** +1 ** −4 −4

21 I think that food sovereignty has nothing to do with intensive
animal farming −3 −3 +2 0

22 I think that a policy based on food sovereignty promotes
landscape conservation 0 0 −1 +2 **

23 I think food sovereignty protects national natural resources such as
land and water −2 0 0 0

24 I think the concept of food sovereignty is based on the use of
renewable energy −2 −4 −2 −4

25 I think food sovereignty is in favor of reducing waste through
conscious consumption −1 0 +3 ** −1

26 I think food sovereignty means providing consumers with healthy and
locally grown food +3 ** 0 +1 * −1

27 I think that food sovereignty, putting consumers in the first place, is
essential to guaranteeing access to food 0 0 0 −1

28 I think that food sovereignty should protect all producers who use
traditional and artisanal production methods +1 −1 ** +1 +4 *

29 I think food sovereignty has nothing to do with synthetic meat and
edible insects 0 −3 −2 +1

30 I think that an economic policy based on food sovereignty is an
effective response to any emergency (for example, the Ukraine war) 0 −2 ** +1 0

31 I think that food sovereignty must guarantee the health of consumers
by promoting the Mediterranean diet 0 −1 0 +3 **

32 I think food sovereignty counters the production of chemically filled,
over-processed, or GMO-infused foods −1 +1 ** −4 ** −2

33 I think food sovereignty should protect animal welfare +4 * −1 −1 +3 *

34 I think that food sovereignty must deal with workers’ rights and the
improvement of working conditions, especially in agriculture +4 ** −4 * 0 −2

35 I think food sovereignty should limit the use of antibiotics in farms +2 * 0 −1 0

36 I think that food sovereignty is the only way to let individuals pursue
their own cultural diversity −4 ** −2 −3 −2

Note: loading marked with ** (p < 0.01) or with * (p < 0.05) indicates a distinguishing statement.
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3.1.1. Factor 1: “Sovereignty and Rights”

This first factor, “Sovereignty and Rights”, included eight defining Q sorts. This factor
is characterized by a relatively young sample (mean age = 27), equally divided between
men and women and primarily leftists (namely, five leftists, two centrists, and one rightist).
According to the most distinguishing statements, food sovereignty means supporting work-
ers’ rights, especially those with fewer rights (34; +4 **). For example, some participants
stated: “I believe we need to pay more attention to laborers’ rights. . .and evaluate minimum wages,
making them more adequate for the amount of work carried out by those laborers” (ID 1. F) and
“I believe that a consumer willing to pay a higher price should be more careful to purchase foods
grown or raised with the utmost respect for natural resources and workers” (ID 4. M). Animal
welfare is another aspect linked with the concept of food sovereignty (33; +4 *; 35; +2 *).
For this view, animal welfare is essential and should be the base of a high-quality food
supply chain and genuine foods. Animal welfare is also associated with human health. One
participant stated the following: “Animal welfare is essential, including feeding. is necessary
for protecting human health” (ID13. F). In addition, for this perspective, the consumption of
local foods (26; +3 **) is in line with the idea of food sovereignty, which should be used to
protect small farms from big industries and, in general, from globalization. According to
post-sort interviews, the idea is that globalization needs to be faced due to the inequity and
power asymmetries it generates. According to this view, the concept of food sovereignty
has no relation with food independence (7; −3 **; 36; −4 **): “I don’t think this concept is
based on achieving full food independence of a country” (ID15. F) and “Food sovereignty is not the
only path. culture is not only based on foods. but it is made up of many other things” (ID13. F).
Lastly, protecting the environment is not relevant for this view (8; +1 *; 19; −4 **).

3.1.2. Factor 2: “Sovereignty, Nationalism and Safer Food”

This second factor, the “Sovereignty, Nationalism, and Safer Food”, included seven defin-
ing Q sorts. The factor is mostly rightist (namely, five right, one left, and one center). with
a mean age of about 43 years. According to this perspective, globalization with related
policies is negatively perceived, since it tends to demark or eliminate the separation be-
tween internal and external affairs and the culture of a country. For this reason, the concept
of food sovereignty is interpreted as a means for contrasting globalization and defending
every domestic “thing”. In this sense, whatever is considered culturally different should
be radically contrasted (e.g., foreign products and international markets). Sentences like
“to counteract the pressure of international agricultural markets” (2; +3), “detriment of
large-scale distribution” (4; +3), and “reducing imports” (6; +4 *) can provide an alternative
view of the concept of food sovereignty. Some participants added the following: “The
valorization of national resources can certainly promote the well-being of a nation” (ID17. F) and
“Full food independence. for me. is the most adequate definition. not having to depend on other
countries” (ID 23. F). To pursue this “control”, food traceability is also essential (3; +2 *). For
this view, food sovereignty can be considered an indicator of the economic wealth of the
nation (11; +4 **). Referring to this statement, one participant stated, “I think that being more
independent allows to increase the wealth of a nation. thus favoring the production and protection of
our local products and consequently the national economy” (ID11. F). Lastly, food sovereignty
did not mean supporting workers’ rights (34; −4 **).

3.1.3. Factor 3 “Sovereignty for a More Democratic Food System”

The third factor accounts for four Q sorts, and it is labelled “Sovereignty for a more demo-
cratic food system”. Participants in this view are primarily centrist (one left and three center),
with a mean age of about 56 years. This view links the concept of food sovereignty with
consumers’ well-being and their rights. More specifically, people belonging to this view
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maintain that food access—as every other essential need—cannot be subjected to market
dynamics (15; +4; 1; +3). According to post-sort interviews, one sorter (ID 9. F) stated,
“Politics should protect the essential rights of citizens. which are not negotiable” and “Food
sovereignty must ensure the well-being of citizens which must be democratically guaranteed to all
regardless of economic ability. Nutrition is health”. Correct prices for quality foods are also
relevant 17; +3 **); one participant added the following: “In times of recession we need to
increase the accessibility of food through lower prices” (ID 21. F). Another aspect contributing
to understanding this viewpoint is the importance of purchasing healthy and local foods
(26; +1 *; 2; +4). However, the consumption of local foods for this factor has minor or no
influence on environmental impact (8; −3 *), while it could favor the reduction in waste
and more efficient conscious consumption (25; +3 **). In addition, for this perspective,
the concept of food sovereignty has no relation with reducing imports or the defense of
national food excellence (6; −2).

3.1.4. Factor 4 “Gastro-Nationalists Nutritionist”

This factor, which may be labelled “Gastro-nationalist nutritionist,” included two Q
sorts. Participants within this factor are of the rightist political ideology; the mean age is 38.
Like the second factor, this view links the concept of food sovereignty with the protection of
the food excellence of a nation (6; −2 **). However, the importance given to traceability is
much higher (3; +4 **). One participant underlined how “real” food sovereignty is necessary
“for avoiding the falsification of Made in Italy products” (ID12. M). For all participants, the
“Made in Italy” claim is intrinsically related to the idea of food sovereignty. Again, another
stated the following: “The concept of food sovereignty should also be this: the defense of Made
in Italy and products such as Reggiano Parmesan” (ID 24. M). Another two pivotal elements
that characterize only this view are represented by the high importance given to traditional
and artisanal production methods (28; +4 **) and to the relation between food sovereignty
and the Mediterranean diet (31; +3 **). The importance of the Mediterranean diet model
is also supported by avoiding synthetic meat and edible insects (29; +1). Regarding this,
one participant stated, “I think that food sovereignty is based on the defense of typical food
products and on their characteristics. Introducing foods such as insects or synthetic meat into
our diet is completely against the concept of food sovereignty” (ID 24. M). The protection and
consumption of high-quality local foods may also positively affect the preservation of
landscapes (22; +2 **) and animal welfare (33; +3 *). For this view, high-quality local food
products cannot be commercialized with low prices (9; −3 **). Lastly, contrary to the second
factor, the country’s economic growth is of minor importance (11; +1; 2; 0).

3.2. Consensus

The results indicated that there are very few consensus statements—those that do not
distinguish between any of the factors—among the four factors. The most relevant agree-
ment concerns the idea that a strategy of food sovereignty may be the creation of networks
among local producers and other stakeholders, improving the strength and collaboration
among them (13; +2;+2;+1;+3). The majority of respondents share the assumption that
food sovereignty is not necessarily based on the use of renewable energy (24; −2;−4;−2; 4);
moreover, they also believe that sovereignty can protect the citizens’ market power: “I
think food sovereignty prevents increases in agricultural prices” (9; −2; −1; −1; −3 **).

4. Discussion
The current study aims to clarify the meaning of food sovereignty to a sample of Italian

participants. While the traditional definition provided by Via Campesina in 1993 [58] has
been partially overcome and the wealth of opinions collected reflects that it is a multifaceted
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concept far beyond the mere right-left dichotomy, it is important to acknowledge that
the original concept emerged from the sociopolitical context of 1990s South America,
which differs markedly from the post-COVID food debates in Italy. Although it actually
questioned food security in Western contexts [59,60], food access is taken for granted among
modern Italian consumers, and there are other salient issues that are influenced by both the
political ideas, and the food fears of individuals. Furthermore, it is noteworthy how certain
new concepts in political discourse have been articulated using semantic frameworks
already established in the past [61].

The dimensions highlighted by the clusters include the following:

1. Ethical Sovereignty: This dimension emphasizes universal rights, including labor
rights, animal welfare, and resource protection. Sovereignty is conceived as a global
responsibility that transcends national boundaries. This view endorses the original
view by La Via Campesina and aligns with an ecocentric approach to governance [62].
These findings support the transition from productivist-driven food systems to ones
grounded in multi-scalar accountability, where sovereignty is tied to the capacity to
uphold ethical commitments across borders rather than economic performance [63].
As a result, interventions should embed normative commitment into regulatory frame-
works that reshape food systems throughout by (1) adapting labelling frameworks
to incorporate standardized metrics of ethical performance, including certifications,
such as the fair-trade certification [64], biodiversity protection [65], and climate impact
assessments, enabling consumers to make informed choices aligned with global justice
values [66]; and (2) redesigning agricultural subsidy schemes and tariff exemptions to
reward producers who meet verifiable ethical and environmental principles, in line
with the EU Common Agriculture Policy 2023–2027, and thus shifting public support
from volume-based productivity toward practices that ensure long-term ecological
and social resilience.

2. Safety as Sovereignty: This dimension relates to food safety, with respondents advo-
cating for sovereign frameworks to strengthen food safety standards that often rely on
complex, transnational supply chains that expose consumers to risks such as contami-
nation, fraud [67], and disruptions from geopolitical conflicts [68]. While food safety
is already a core element of existing national and international food policy, including
EU Regulation 178/2002 and Codex Alimentarius standards, our findings highlight
the need to translate these frameworks into more efficient, context-responsive, and
territorially grounded interventions. Strategies could be shifted towards (1) decentral-
izing enforcement capacity to local or regional authorities trained in risk-based food
inspection tailored to the specific products and processes of the territory and (2) simpli-
fying compliance for smallholders through fit-for-purpose regulations and accessible
technologies such as streamlined protocols and a mobile-based self-assessment tool
that will eventually reduce exclusion from formal markets, enhance inclusivity with-
out compromising public health standards, and (3) improve food safety throughout
the integration of territorial development with food planning strategies, including
agroecology, nutrition, and climate adaptation.

3. Democratic Access: This cluster underlines democratic control over food systems and
the wide access to high-quality food for all. The current food sovereignty discourse
often overlooks the institutional mechanisms needed to guarantee democratic partici-
pation in food system governance, particularly in urban settings where populations are
food-dependent but politically marginalized [5,69]. This gap limits the transformative
potential of food sovereignty, reducing it to a rhetorical ideal rather than a framework
for structural inclusion. To address this, food sovereignty must be expanded to include
concrete, institutionalized pathways for public participation in decision-making, re-
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source allocation, and policy design, thus moving beyond democratic infrastructures
that ensure sustained civic engagement. It is essential to institutionalize participatory
governance through local food policy councils or citizen food boards with formal
decision-making power and inclusive representation, particularly from marginalized
communities. Democratic consultation should be embedded in municipal and re-
gional food planning, with co-design and co-implementation processes integrated
into legislation and budget cycles. Urban land and infrastructure policies must also
prioritize access for community-run markets, food hubs, and cooperative enterprises,
supported through targeted land-use reforms and funding mechanisms.

4. Decolonial and National Sovereignty: This cluster endorses the right of citizens to
make decisions about national agricultural policies, emphasizing the decolonization
of food systems and empowering local populations. Alonso-Fradejas et al. [69] dis-
cuss how food sovereignty acts as resistance against global corporate dominance
in agriculture, favoring models where local and national needs dictate food policy.
The emphasis on national sovereignty signals a pushback against the homogenizing
effects of globalization, advocating instead for policy frameworks that prioritize lo-
calized knowledge, cultural specificity, and community empowerment, in line with
democratic access. The respondents all shared views about the achievement of envi-
ronmental goals linked to food production, and this confirms the increasing concern
of all groups of consumers towards the impact on the planet [70,71]. A closely linked
concept that is highlighted by all respondents is that they expect food sovereignty to
foster local supply chains. This meaning was present in the original definition, but
with the aim of protecting vulnerable countries from industrialization, which exports
capital and resources abroad, impoverishing local populations and damaging the envi-
ronment [72]. This also confirms a current trend fostered especially by the COVID-19
crisis, which, during an extreme emergency, showed the resilience of the food supply
chain, thanks to the work of small and local producers that guaranteed access to food
in Western countries when the population was limited by lockdowns [73,74].

These dimensions stray from what has traditionally been defined as food sovereignty,
confirming what was stated about the raising of multiple and competing sovereign-
ties [58,75,76] and supporting the concept by the right-wing Italian government, which is
leveraging the modern sources of food insecurity brought by international crises and food
innovation to promote national produce [77].

The results also show that consumers are divided into two main groups based largely
on political views: one supporting universal, global approaches to agriculture and food, and
the other favoring sovereign, nationalistic, and autocratic perspectives on food production.
On one side, we have Factors 1 and 3 that perceive food sovereignty in line with the
first view of “La Via Campesina”. These two views recognize food sovereignty’s role in
contrasting the State and capitalism as causes of inequities and injustices, as well as of
the alienation between producers and consumers [78,79]. This aspect seems to fit mostly
with some definitions of food justice [61]. They do not identify food sovereignty with
national products protectionism. On the other side, Factors 2 and 4 articulate a “rightist”
perspective on food sovereignty, framing it as an emergency measure that emphasizes
national boundaries to limit the power of multinationals and food independence as a policy
solution [80–82]. In this case, it seems that the protection towards local producers may not
be motivated by an anti-capitalist movement; however, we can trace back this instance to
the fascist policy that used food as propaganda to build a national identity [5,83]; therefore,
it is currently resurging as a promoted conspiratorial narrative against the Italian agri-food
system [84]. The attitude that Made in Italy cannot bring low prices also yields the view
that Italian products do not need to be subsidized by the government, but, in contrast,



Sustainability 2025, 17, 6912 14 of 18

are sustained by consumers who state their political ideas through their purchases [85].
These concepts stray from what has traditionally defined food sovereignty [86], confirming
what was stated about the raising of multiple and competing sovereignties [58,75,76,87]
and supporting the concept by the right-wing Italian government, which is leveraging the
modern sources of food insecurity brought by international crises and food innovation to
promote national produce [77].

This study presents some limitations. Given that Q methodology allows for interpre-
tive depth, sacrificing statistical representativeness; rather, its goal is to capture a wide
spectrum of subjectivities relevant to the research question. Unlike surveys, which general-
ize findings to a population, Q studies generalize to a universe of communicability—that is,
to the words that represent shared meanings and shape our interpretative frameworks. The
P sample may have been stratified along socioculturally grounded food practice typolo-
gies to understand how values, behaviors, and ideologies relate to the statements being
sorted. Similarly, although educational background was not used as a selection criterion,
its inclusion may have revealed further nuances. In contemporary contexts, educational
trajectories are increasingly non-linear and diverse, and do not always reflect traditional
hierarchies of knowledge or status.

Sample selection may benefit from greater inclusivity, as limited samples often risk mis-
representing groups such as migrant workers, smallholders, and urban food-insecure com-
munities, who, despite participating in political debates, primarily bear the consequences
of food sovereignty. This limitation can be addressed in future research by deliberately
including a broader range of participants to better capture these critical perspectives.

Future research could focus on cross-national and longitudinal studies to better under-
stand how perceptions of food sovereignty differ across countries and change over time.
Since food sovereignty is closely linked to political discourse, globalization, migration,
environmental challenges, and evolving consumer behaviors, this approach would offer
valuable insights for designing resilient and culturally relevant food systems.

5. Conclusions
This study focused on investigating the perception and role of food sovereignty in

Italy. Using the name of the Italian Ministry responsible for agricultural policies as a point
of departure, the research explored how the concept of food sovereignty has evolved from
its original definition in South America to its contemporary interpretations in Italy.

Through Q methodology, four distinct clusters emerged, reflecting societal responses
to globalization-induced disorientation and revealing a collective need for governance that
provides both security and belonging: “Sovereignty and Rights,” “Sovereignty, National-
ism, and Safer Food,” “Sovereignty for a More Democratic Food System,” and “Gastro-
nationalist Nutritionist”. Two clusters aligned with leftist progressive ideals, while the
other two emphasized national pride and protectionism. While these clusters effectively
illustrate the complexity and multifaceted nature of food sovereignty, the fragmentation
of views raises important questions for theory and practice as it challenges the coherence
of food sovereignty as a unifying framework. The division between clusters endorsing
more inclusive, justice-oriented approaches and those emphasizing national protectionism
and autocracy reveals underlying tensions between universal sustainability goals and
territorially bounded interests. This polarization suggests that food sovereignty, while still
relevant, is not a monolithic concept easily aligned with sustainability in practice. Rather,
its interpretation depends heavily on ideological lenses that shape governance priorities
and policy responses. Thus, policymakers should move beyond simplistic applications of
food sovereignty and design adaptable, multi-scalar frameworks that facilitate dialogue,
contestation, and co-creation among diverse stakeholders.
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This study’s strength lies in its use of Q methodology, which uncovers nuanced sub-
jective viewpoints often missed by quantitative surveys, and its focus on Italy’s unique
agricultural and post-COVID context offers valuable geographic and sociopolitical insights.
However, the sample may not represent all relevant demographics, limiting the general-
izability of the results. Additionally, while Q methodology reveals patterns of thought, it
does not measure their prevalence or directly connect them to behavior or policy outcomes.
Therefore, future research should aim to quantify these clusters within broader and more
diverse populations, investigate how these ideological divides influence food system gov-
ernance, and conduct comparative studies across different Western countries. Such work
can deepen our understanding of how food sovereignty is operationalized and inform the
design of governance mechanisms that foster more sustainable, equitable, and culturally
resonant food systems.
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